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ABSTRACT: The aesthetic analysis of everyday life has developed an important body of 
work whose significance extends beyond the academy. Because of its ubiquity in 
experience, aesthetic sensibility has many manifestations, both overt and concealed. 
This paper examines some largely hidden ways in which taste and aesthetic judgment, 
which are manifested in sense experience, have been subtly appropriated and exploited.  
I identify and describe such procedures as the cooptation (or appropriation) of aesthetic 
sensibility, a phenomenon that has consequences damaging to health, to society, and to 
environment. These practices are a form of negative aesthetics that distorts and 
manipulates sensible experience in the interest of mass marketing and political control. 
Such practices have grave ethical significance and carry social and political implications 
that suggest another role for aesthetics, a critical one:  aesthetics as an instrument for 
social analysis and political criticism. 
 
 
In due time, the theory of aesthetics will have to account not only for the delight in Kantian 
beauty and the sublime, but for the phenomena like aesthetic violence and the  
aestheticization of violence, of aesthetic abuse and intrusion, the blunting of sensibility, its 
perversion, and its poisoning.         Katya Mandoki, Everyday Aesthetics:   
           Prosaics, the Plan of Culture, and Social Identities (2007). 
 
Let me begin by recounting briefly how I arrived at such an aesthetic critique.  This is the latest 
stage of a development that began with a contextual theory of the arts that I called "the 
aesthetic field."  I gradually enlarged its scope, extending it successively, first to the natural 
environment and then the urban environment, broadening it later to include the social-cultural 
environment.  This developed into an aesthetic basis for a social and political critique, a critique 
that I want to apply here to sensory experiences in present-day mass consumer culture. 
 
I.  Introduction -  [aesthetics and cognition]     
 As a philosopher, I think of emancipation in cognitive terms.  It is intellectual enlightenment of 
the sort that Francis Bacon attempted to instate by exposing "the idols and false notions which 
are now in possession of the human understanding, and have taken deep root therein…." 
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(Novum Organum, 1620, xxxviii)    It is Spinoza's (1632-1677) ideal of a mind, freed from the 
blinding force of the emotions and guided by adequate ideas, a mind that achieves true 
equanimity (The Ethics, 1677).  That we still struggle for emancipation is a humbling fact.  At the 
same time, in our day the obstacles to emancipation are not only ignorance of natural causes or 
human psychology that clouds the understanding.  Our need for emancipation continues to 
come from inadequate ideas and false systems of philosophy (Bacon's "Idols of the Theatre") 
from sources undreamed of in the seventeenth century or, indeed, in some cases, unknown 
before the immediate present.  It is with emancipation from these last sources that I am 
concerned here. 
 Since the material of the philosophic enterprise is ideas, it is in that realm that, as 
philosophers, we can hope to contribute.  From a pragmatic orientation, the contribution should 
be ideas that make a difference in behavior, unlike most philosophical discourse.   And in 
keeping with the social context of behavior, such ideas should contribute to behavior that works 
toward emancipation in the social process.  A thoughtful European philosopher once 
commented on "the difference between a man who is led solely by feeling or opinion, and a man 
who is led by reason.  The former," he wrote, "whether he will it or not, performs actions of 
which he is utterly ignorant; the latter is his own master and only performs such actions that he 
knows are of primary importance in life and therefore chiefly desires [them].  Therefore I call the 
former a slave, and the latter a free man…."1  
 
 Guided by Spinoza, I would like to approach the subject of freedom, presumably a moral and 
political concern, from what might seem an unlikely direction:  aesthetics.  An observation in my 
recent book, Sensibility and Sense:  The Aesthetic Transformation of  the Human World, serves 
as the frame of my comments: 
 
Aesthetic values are no longer confined to the museum and the scenic drive where 
they are honored but kept isolated and innocuous. They have become increasingly 
prominent in conflicts with values in morality, religion, economics, environment, and 
social life.2  
 
 Over the past half century, philosophical aesthetics has broadened its scope beyond an 
interest in beauty in the arts and in nature.  Following the lead of the arts themselves, the field of 
aesthetics has spread outward to encompass the environment in all its forms, not only the 
scenic landscape but the devastated one, as well,  and not only the natural environment but the 
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urban environment.3  Over the past half century a considerable body of literature on 
environmental aesthetics has grown out of these concerns.  Aesthetic inquiry has also been 
directed at humans:   personal experiences and relationships, the human body itself, social 
behavior, and political manifestations are being studied and assessed from an aesthetic 
vantage.   Most recently, over the past decade or so, ordinary objects and experiences have 
preoccupied a growing number of  scholars, and the aesthetics of everyday life has become a 
center of attention. 
 
     This work has had a profound effect on the field of aesthetics.  Not only does aesthetic 
inquiry now embrace the objects, activities, and experiences of  human life without constraint; it 
necessarily implicates other areas of philosophy.  As aesthetic inquiry embraces social 
domains, ethical and even metaphysical concerns cannot be ignored.  When eyes sensitive to 
beauty in art and nature encounter the objects and activities of ordinary life, they see not only 
their hidden charms4 but also their failings.5  Aesthetics then becomes a moral instrument and 
even a political factor in developing new thought in social and political aesthetics.6 
 The aesthetics of everyday life offers a fresh perspective on the world of ordinary experience, 
revealing facets that have long gone unremarked.  These experiences may not be spectacular 
and may even be routine.  Aesthetic value is discovered in common objects, conditions, and 
situations, ranging from the houses, landscaping, and trees encountered during a walk in one’s 
own neighborhood, to basking in the spring sunshine; from tossing a ball back and forth and 
even, one scholar has suggested, to finding a certain aesthetic satisfaction in hanging laundry.7  
As Yuriko Saito has noted, "We are yet to develop an aesthetic discourse regarding artifacts 
such as utensils, furniture, and other objects with which we interact in everyday environment 
and activities that we undertake with them, such as cleaning, cooking, and socializing with 
others."8   All these offer occasions of delighting in the sensible experience of an ordinary 
situation and the sheer sensory pleasure of being alive.9   
 We are not sufficiently aware of the fact that the origins of aesthetic value lie in sense 
experience.  That this is the case is shown not only in the etymology of the term ‘aesthetics’ 
(from the Greek aisthēsis, perception by the senses) but also in the dependence of aesthetic 
appreciation on the sensory content of our encounter with a work of art or a natural landscape.  
This encounter centers on perceptual experience:  acuteness in viewing, listening, touching---




 For such reasons, etymological and experiential as well as historical, I think of aesthetics as 
the theory of sensibility.  Whether sensibility be concerned with the arts, with nature, or with 
perceptual experience as such, aesthetic appreciation centers on a sensitivity to perceptual 
qualities as they are directly experienced, to their qualitative sensoriness.  We experience the 
pleasures of sensibility in the arts and in natural beauty, but such sensory gratification also 
occurs in the activity of savoring the flavors, textures, and aromas of a well-prepared dinner.  It 
is part of the pleasure we take in the cut, color, and fabric of new clothes.  It is the delight we 
have in the intense, low-angled sunlight that causes fall foliage to glow or the snowy landscape 
to gleam.  It occurs, too, in confronting the color abstraction of a Rothko or Frankenthaler 
painting.  Such experience lies at the center of the delight, the pleasure, the emotional feelings 
associated with beauty wherever we encounter it.  Clearly, sensibility is not the whole of art or of 
beauty but it lies at its core.  This understanding of aesthetic value differs from how it is 
commonly understood, associated as it is almost entirely with the fine arts and with scenic 
beauty in nature.  Identifying aesthetics with sensibility captures the central force in the value we 
take in the activity of aesthetic appreciation, whether of the arts, of nature, or of ordinary life.  
II.  Implications for aesthetic sensibility 
 Because of its ubiquity, sensibility has many manifestations, both overt and concealed.  I 
want to examine here some largely hidden practices by which aesthetic sensibility has been 
subtly appropriated and exploited.  These practices have resulted in what I call “the co-optation 
of sensibility.”  Their damaging consequences to health, society, and environment are 
incalculable.  Let me explain. 
 As one cannot help being aware, the developed world has fostered an industrial-commercial 
culture obsessed with profitability.  From schools to public agencies, no institution is immune to 
the business imperative of reducing costs and increasing profits.  Service institutions, whose 
raison d’être is to meet people’s needs and promote the transmission of culture, are particularly 
vulnerable, since the high labor costs of providing services is a major expense and directly 
impedes the maximization of profit.   This model has taken a firmer and firmer hold on schools 
and universities, on health care, and public services of every kind.  All have been subsumed 
under the model of profit-making enterprises. 
 It doesn’t take much insight to recognize this pervasive pattern.  Education has been turned 
into a lucrative business whose degrees are sometimes offered and acquired with minimal 
requirements.  Even our public schools have become outlets for the marketing of junk food 
through vending machines in the hallways and commercialized school lunches, part of a 
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pervasive and insidious pattern of exploiting children as consumers.  Furthermore, who owns 
the air?  Who owns the lakes and streams?  Our environmental commons has been captured 
and appropriated by industry, leading to air and water pollution as a by-product of industrial 
processes.  The pattern is bold and blatant and it is pernicious, for what suffers is the public and 
its need for conditions and services that make living in community healthful and fulfilling, rather 
than a situation that is oppressive, tense, exhausting, and exploitative.   
** 
We can see this pattern most clearly in the appropriation and privatization of our environmental 
and technological commons, from the visual pollution of billboards and power lines infesting 
scenic landscapes to the industrial pollution of our rivers and the very air we breathe.11  The 
private appropriation of common conditions and resources is everywhere, at the same time that 
nearly everyone is presumed to have a right to the benefits of innovative technological 
resources, often in the form of electronic devices, especially if they lead to sales.  .  Electricity, 
however, is relatively cheap and a relatively recent development whose knowledge and use only 
began in the early seventeenth century.  However, present-day humans are the beneficiaries of 
technological development that goes back to prehistory.  We do not know the names of our 
ingenious forebears who first learned how to make fire, who invented the wheel, who developed 
the countless tools, devices, and processes we freely use in daily life, from water taps, locks, 
and paint to tools at our disposal for little or no cost, such as the lead pencil, the screw driver,,  
the ball point pen, and the can opener. 
 In the modern developed world of consumer culture, the expectation of doing and having 
whatever is available is nearly universal, from the latest electronic devices to flights to luxury 
vacations in distant places.  Sometimes their pursuit is justified as a panacea for real or 
presumed ills, but often it is merely self-indulgence.  Everything has a price and everyone 
expects to be able to afford it.12  Actually, the taste for the most up-to-date is a constructed 
taste, a cultivated desire that is ideologically driven through intensive advertising in the employ 
of the profit motive.  Coupled with this is the pervasiveness of the commercial pressure that not 
only impinges on us in public places but insinuates itself onto the very clothes we wear in the 
form of commercial logos on their front and bald advertisements covering their back, turning the 
purchaser into a walking billboard.                                                
 Profit is, of course, the principal, usually the only motive of business enterprises, and I am 
not condemning it as such.  What can be contested is whether the business model can serve as 
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a universal template for the social order.  Actually, some individuals in the business community 
are concerned about business ethics, and this area of applied ethics has received attention in 
recent years from scholars.13  What is at issue, however, is whether that model justifies 
manipulative and exploitative practices and, more to the point of this essay, the practices widely 




III.  The co-optation of sensibility 
 
 For there is a less obvious and exploitative practice in our profit-obsessed culture that is 
almost completely hidden.  It is a subtle form of subverting the genuinely human capacity for 
fulfillment that lies at the heart of the aesthetic.  For there is, I believe, what some writers have 
called an “aesthetic need.”14  We commonly seek out situations that reward our desire for the 
pleasures of sensible experience.  We visit gardens, parks, and art museums; we engage in a 
wide range of non-competitive outdoor experiences, such as swimming, hiking, and camping; 
we take delight in colors, clothes, cuisine, a new car; we attend concerts, festivals, and rituals; 
we stroll through an historic district.  All these have diverse appeal but they share the intense 
gratification we get from sensible experience and the uplift that comes from being taken out of 
ourselves, expanding our very sense of being alive by engaging in such experiences.  The 
impulse to engage in aesthetic experience is, I think, widely shared though mostly undeveloped.  
It is important that we recognize it.  It is important that we cultivate it. 
 But in our contemporary intensely commercial culture, no pure impulse is allowed to remain 
unexploited if it can made to serve profitable ends, and our aesthetic need can be exploited all 
too easily.  When “the public” is transformed into “the consumer,” everyone is vulnerable.  Not 
only is our desire for sensible experience taken over; our very sensibility is corrupted by 
isolating and exaggerating it.  Our impulse for beauty, for delight, for sensory satisfaction is 
widely appropriated in the service of maximizing profit at the expense of the pleasure and 
fulfillment of individual people and of society as a whole.  This is the co-optation of sensibility.  
The word ‘co-optation’ is not in common use but it has special significance in social and political 
critique.15  It means “secretly appropriating,” taking something over to serve one’s own interests.  
In this aesthetic case, the appropriation is hidden so that the “victim” is entirely unaware of what 
is being perpetrated. 
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 The co-optation of sensibility in food and drink may be most easily recognized.  Consider the 
appeal of sweetness.  Soft drinks contain so much sugar that, in granular form, it usually fills 
over half the container.  Normal thirst and the appeal of a sweet taste are turned into a 
commercial drink of high profitability but with unhealthy effects.  Moreover, sugar is regularly 
added to most prepared foods, from breakfast cereal16 to salad dressing, not to mention being a 
major ingredient in baked goods and most canned and packaged foods, as well as in fruit juices 
and other kinds of drinks.   
 Having a sweet tooth is more than an innocent indulgence; it carries consequences for 
health.  Sugar is associated with what is called the metabolic syndrome:  obesity, heart disease, 
and diabetes.  Moreover, sugar is addictive and plays a part in encouraging the consumption of 
other addictive substances, including the caffeine in “Coke” and coffee and in a range of 
alcoholic drinks including wine, liqueur, and mixed drinks.  Salt is another food substance where 
a tasteful and necessary substance is often found to excess in most prepared foods and a 
“taste” for salt is encouraged.  At the same time, its influence in heightening blood pressure is 
well-documented.   
 Other gastronomic examples are plentiful.  Consider the high use of fats and oils in deep-
fried fast food that leads to obesity and high cholesterol levels.17  French fries are a vivid 
example, where the fat-saturated outer crust often penetrates and displaces any soft potato 
core.  In addition, cream or cheese sauces are ladled over many dishes, preceded by cream 
soup and accompanied by a lavish supply of rolls and butter, not to mention the rich dessert 
offerings.  Please note that I am not condemning the appeal of such foods but rather the 
encouragement of patterns of exaggerated taste and over-consumption that underlie their use.  
Taste is largely formed by learning, and the omnipresence of advertising encourages and 
underlies the acquisition of such inflated desires.  To put it baldly, our very sensibility is being 
exaggerated in order to encourage profitable consumption. 
 Smell is another sense modality that has been co-opted.  False fragrances are infused into a 
multitude of products, from hand cream and bar soap to laundry and dish detergents, so that it 
is difficult to know how anything actually smells.  Fragrant overlays suffuse hotel rooms and 
emanate from pets and people.  A principal source of perceptual information has been lost.  Still 
another impingement on sensibility lies in the garish colors used in clothing, home decoration 
and, of course, in print advertising and on the Internet.  Strident colors are so widespread on 
signs and clothing that subtle and muted colors are not noticed or have simply disappeared from 
the marketplace altogether.   
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 Musical sound has a place in nearly every culture and it is especially prevalent in modern 
developed societies.  Sound is an elusive phenomenon.  While we can usually identify its 
source, sound spreads broadly and, like perfume, tends to envelop us.  This is one of the 
appealing qualities of musical experience, but in some cases this attractive feature is 
exaggerated so as to become oppressive and inescapable.  Extremely high volume is used in 
some rock concerts to increase the appeal of the music and create a manic, indeed frenetic 
audience response.  Such high volume is intended to impress the audience by its sheer force, 
and indeed one can literally feel the physical pressure of the sound waves.  This presumably 
attracts a large attendance and makes such entertainment highly profitable.  Other 
consequences may take a little longer to recognize, such as the hearing loss from damage to 
the tiny hair-like cells in the cochlea of the inner ear that are the auditory nerve receptors. 
 Even the auditory environment is not safe.  Because sound is intangible and invisible, it is 
easily imposed on others with impunity.  Public space has long been taken overby businesses 
that sell sound in the form of canned music to fill empty sound-space.  Commercial sound 
saturates transitional public places, such as waiting rooms, bars, restaurants, malls, and even 
the streets.  And when canned sound is not present, people cooperate by supplying it through 
their own headsets.  Silence, even relative silence, has become a rarity.   
 Then there are the means by which sensibility is distorted or drugged.  One of the most 
widespread and insidious practices of cultivating sensory pleasure for profit is, of course, 
cigarette smoking.  Few smokers enjoyed their first cigarette:  the taste is unpleasant, the 
smoke choking, the physical effects nauseating.  But the appeal of emulating celebrities, the 
desire to display sophistication, peer pressure, and the attraction of transgression are powerful 
incentives.  The tobacco industry uses these successfully to create the desire in many people to 
overcome their initial distaste, gradually leading to an acquired taste and nicotine addiction with 
its deleterious consequences. 
 The use of alcohol has become a regular pastime for many people, reinforced in popular 
culture on TV and in film by romanticizing drinking and appealing to self-indulgence.  It is much 
like the way cigarette smoking was associated with sophistication until its damaging effects on 
health were shown to be so widespread and costly that legal measures were enacted in some 
developed countries to prohibit smoking in public places and by the young.  Alcohol abuse may 
be somewhat less visible than smoking, but it is a public health problem of epidemic 
proportions.  At the same time, the production and dissemination of alcohol is a major industry 
for drugging sensibilities, and its manifold forms, from beer, wine, and iced tea to mixed and 
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straight drinks, is widely encouraged on many social and economic levels.  The excessive use 
of alcohol is a major public health menace that carries high personal and social costs.   
 A related instance in which sensibility has been co-opted is pornography.  The pornography 
industry profits enormously from appropriating people’s normal erotic sensibility, removing it 
from feelings of caring and the richness of complex human relationships, narrowing it into pure 
titillation, and exaggerating it by excess in order to stimulate erotic feelings by focusing on pure 
sensuality. 
 It is clear that the co-optation of sensibility is a distinctive mode of aesthetic exploitation.  
Some of its techniques are easily recognized once they have been identified, such as the 
exaggeration or vulgarizing of sensory stimuli in order to enhance their direct appeal.  Other 
modes of sensory manipulation include the perceptual deceit in falsifying perception through the 
use of chemical fragrances and flavors that emulate natural ones.  Such perceptual deceit is not 
confined to the food industry but is pervasive in the cleaning and sanitary supplies used in 
households and public facilities.   
 But there is yet another form of sensory manipulation that is directly psychological without 
the intermediary of tempting foods or entertainment.  This consists in using sensory stimuli to 
create low-level anxiety, making people less attentive, less in control, even spaced-out, and so 
more suggestible and vulnerable.  Chimes, bells, canned music, repeated public 
announcements, sprayed aromas are pervasive in virtually every public place:  waiting rooms, 
lobbies, supermarkets, retail stores.   
 This promotion of anxiety assumes a particularly insidious form of sensory manipulation 
when it cultivates the apprehension of violence.  Violence is made commonplace through 
insistent exposure in film, television, computer games, and on the Internet.  It is the substance 
of TV news programs and news channels and a habitual form of mass audience entertainment.  
Violent behavior is depicted as commonplace and acceptable, and it is put to political use in 
justifying restrictions and control by exaggerating a sense of alarm in an endless succession of 
crises beyond immediate circumstances where there may be reasonable danger, crises that 
range from impending changes in the weather to political confrontations and belligerent actions 
between ethnic, religious, and national groups.  The heightened sensibility of violence pervades 
public places, leading to often exaggerated security conditions.  All this has an underlying 
aesthetic foundation in creating a permanent sensibility of alarm by cultivating a simmering 
somatic state of apprehension..   
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 There is a pattern behind these practices that it is important to isolate and identify; indeed, 
this is the purpose of my discussion. The practice of influencing, of deliberately cultivating a 
distorted sensibility, altering people’s taste and responses to an exaggerated or excessive 
degree without their clear awareness or consent, this is what I am calling the co-optation of 
sensibility.  The ability to experience sensory pleasure is at the center of aesthetic appreciation 
of the arts, and sensible enjoyment plays a central part in most of the experiences of living.  The 
practices I am identifying appropriate this native ability and exploit it in order to create a market 
for extreme tastes.  Thus the very capacity for perceptual enjoyment is appropriated and shaped 
mainly for profit or control.  To seduce our aesthetic need and capacity by creating a desire for 
extreme degrees of sensory craving in order to capture a consumer market is, I believe, both 
aesthetically and morally vicious.18  Our very sense of beauty is subverted by exaggeration and 
excess.  This is a pattern of manipulation that pervades industrial-commercial culture and it is 
promoted for multiple purposes, from creating the market for a fashion and the conformity it 
encourages, to acquiring the political control such conformity enables.   
 It might seem that I am condemning all those appealing qualities and things that give 
pleasure to daily life, but that is not so.  The problem, as I see it, is not in liking the taste of 
sugar, salt, or alcohol, or in seeking erotic pleasure.  It lies in the pursuit of profit or control by 
sensory manipulation to promote excessive indulgence through miseducating our sensibilities 
regardless of their detrimental effects on health and wellbeing.  That is to say, our sensory 
delight in tastes and flavors, our curiosity and interests, have been deliberately mis-schooled.  
Sensible pleasures have been exaggerated and encouraged to the point of overindulgence, 
resulting in higher profits for their producers and woeful consequences to their consumers.  Our 
desires, our judgments of taste, our very sensibility have been co-opted:  they have been 
appropriated and exaggerated and our self-indulgence encouraged in the interests of 
commercial profit and political control. 
 It is not my intent here to condemn the profit motive, as such, but rather to expose its causal 
influence in this practice of aesthetic exploitation by promoting, indeed educating the public to 
hyper-sensation, so to say.  The tastes I have been discussing rest on normal impulses but they 
are vulnerable to exploitation.  To appropriate these desires, to intensify and exaggerate them 
by encouraging harmful patterns of excessive consumption, is to take advantage of people’s 
vulnerability by exploiting their aesthetic needs.  Such practices are unmitigated moral wrongs.   
 The insidiousness of sensory co-optation lies in the stealthy insinuation and cultivation of a 
distorted perceptual sensibility.  The analysis I have offered of this phenomenon of mass culture 
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documents the pervasiveness of the aesthetic in daily life and reveals ways in which it has been 
misused.19  Be that as it may, it could be objected that every culture possesses its own complex, 
pervasive sensibility.  We can identify distinctive preferences in culinary taste, characteristic 
smells, bodily deportment, patterns of physical movement, speech intonation, vocal quality and 
style, soundscape—the full range of human sensibility—that characterize particular social 
classes, societies, and historical epochs.  Why condemn mass industrial culture for elaborating 
its own distinctive sensibility? 
 This objection rests on a true premise:  every culture imbues its members with a range of 
awareness that is indigenous to the human world it elaborates.  We do not choose our cultural 
sensibility any more than we choose our native language, our parentage, or our ethnicity.  We 
may decide, later, to adopt another, but rarely can this be done completely.  Vestiges of our 
natal culture remain—in speech intonation, in choice of colors and style of dress, in posture, in 
facial expression. 
 Yet the sensible characteristics I have been identifying here emerge from different origins 
and motives and implicate a different morality.  And they carry clear consequences and invoke a 
different order of moral judgment.  The critique of mass consumer culture I have been 
elaborating here is not confined to that condition, alone.  At the same time, I do not endorse a 
relativism of cultures.  I believe that a cultural order that does not value and respect human life 
eo ipso but denigrates others who are different in skin color, religion, customs, or language is 
lower on a scale of civilization than one that respects difference on the basis of a common 
humanity.  A society that benefits from the exploitation of other humans is lower on a scale of 
civilization than one that respects the varied manifestations of the human condition we all share. 
  But let me now consider some of the consequences of aesthetic exploitation through 
encouraging sensory excess and the co-optation of sensibility.  One is the corruption of taste.  
The rich source of human satisfaction in aesthetic pleasure is distorted by exaggeration, and the 
distortion becomes habitual.  At the least, such excess encourages patterns of over-indulgence 
that may serve as compensation for the lack of other satisfactions.  The yearning for sensory 
excess may also lead to extreme behavior and substance abuse.  This is not to say that there is 
a necessary connection between an exaggerated sensibility and such effects, but rather that the 
habitual practice of sensory extremes cannot but have harmful consequences. 
 The effects of these practices have been extensively documented.  I noted earlier the health 
problems caused by sugar addiction and the hearing loss from exposure to very high decibel 
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levels.   Indeed, sensory extremes can cause decreased perceptual sensitivity in general, so 
that we notice only gross stimuli.  The quality of human life declines precipitously when whole 
regions of perceptual experience are distorted, impaired, or inaccessible.  
 The co-optation of sensibility has wide social and environmental consequences as well as 
personal ones.  Let me offer one compelling illustration:   the taste for sugar.  The growth of the 
global market for sugar has been studied extensively20 and provides a dramatic example of the 
heinous effects of the extreme demand for sensory satisfaction.  The sugar economy began in 
the fourteenth century and grew rapidly.  This encouraged the widespread development of 
plantation agriculture, a system that displaced indigenous subsistence cultivation, resulting in a 
drastic decrease in food production for the local economy.  At the same time, the need for 
laborers to work the plantations led to the enslavement and the partial or complete extinction of 
certain native Caribbean Amerindian groups.21  When this source of labor became insufficient, it 
encouraged the rapid growth of the African slave trade to replace it.22  A similar instance of 
sensory exploitation, in this case centering on public health, can be made for the tobacco 
economy.  The tobacco industry spends billions of dollars a year on advertising, and tobacco 
use costs billions a year in medical expenses and lost productivity.  Indeed, at the present time 
tobacco use is the second highest cause of death in the world.23 
 Apart from the dramatic, large-scale consequences of sensory co-optation, there are 
pervasive social effects.  Mass culture subjects people to constant ambient sound, to unsolicited 
visual intrusion, to the oppressive stimuli of the mass media and the pressures of mass 
population.  These intrusions  cannot help but produce a condition of sensory excess with the 
result that we may easily be overcome by perceptual exhaustion and become insensitive, even 
anaesthetized to sensory stimuli.  Because these forces are so widespread and omnipresent, 
decreased sensibility overall cannot help but produce fundamental changes in the cultural 
ethos. 
 The co-optation of sensibility carries moral implications, as well.  The appropriation of 
sensibility for profit, for control, or for other external motives violates fundamental ethical norms.  
Most forceful is the deeply-rooted value in the sanctity of human life:  the belief that life is the 
ultimate good and must be honored above all else.  From the teachings in the Judeo-Christian 
traditions that, in the golden rule, oblige us to recognize our common humanity, to Kant’s 
categorical imperative24 that enjoins us against using other humans as means only, the Western 
ethical tradition subscribes to norms that condemn exploitative practices, including those I have 
been identifying here.   
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 These practices have philosophical implications as well as social and moral ones.  Hume’s 
standard of taste has been violated.25  The expert critic has been replaced by the authority of 
popular taste, taste that has been perceptually exaggerated in the service of consumption to the 
detriment of public health and the environment.  The very capability for sensory perception has 
been damaged and the capacity for fine, nuanced aesthetic experience subverted, affecting not 
only perception in the arts but our sensory experience in general.  Corrupted by exaggeration 
and distorted beyond recognition, the capability of developing discerning taste has been mis-
educated in the service of excessive consumption:  expert taste has become popular distaste.26   
As with other normative judgments, aesthetic judgment is capable of degrees of negativity, but 
the moral issue is always negative because taste, that is, aesthetic perception, has been 
manipulated for external ends. 
 The practices I have been describing are endemic in global industrial-commercial culture, 
where the miseducation of natural sensibility is promoted by a huge advertising industry.27  
There are undoubtedly regional and national variations but the pattern is everywhere the same.  
Since these personal excesses feel “normal” to unreflective, miseducated consumers, their 
aesthetic harm is subtle yet sinister.  The result of such widespread and comprehensive co-
optation of our perceptual modalities is that our very sensibility has been appropriated, our 
aesthetic orientation in the world distorted, and our behavior made self-injurious.  For these 
reasons the co-optation of sensibility is the more insidious because it distorts the very capacity 
for sensible perception.  In subverting the beauty in experiencing aesthetic value by a discerning 
sensibility, it diminishes the richness of life.  
* * * 
 The aesthetic analysis I have pursued in this essay is based on the observation of mass 
consumer culture in the United States.  I expect that, with the rapid spread of a global economy, 
similar techniques of sensory co-optation are prevalent in other countries in the developed 
world, and perhaps even more so in third-world regions, where consumers are less experienced 
and more vulnerable to the marketing strategy of sensory co-optation. 
 This essay complements the important work now being done on the aesthetic characteristics 
of everyday life.  Investigating the aesthetics of ordinary experience exposes domains of value 
hidden in common objects and situations.  But there are other functions of everyday aesthetics 
besides uncovering new regions of positive aesthetic value.  Exploring these areas reveals 
manifestations of aesthetic value that do not enhance the quality of experience but rather distort 
14 
 
and diminish it in subtle as well as overt ways through the multiple forms and kinds of negative 
value.28   
 This essay moves beyond the manifestly negative, exposing a mode of aesthetic negation 
that burrows beneath the surface of sensible experience and contaminates it by a practice I 
identify as the co-optation of sensibility.  Such an analysis opens the way to further research in 
the psychology of perception, in social psychology and sociology, in business ethics and other 
related fields.  Indeed, it shows how the aesthetic analysis of ordinary life has wide-reaching 
social and political implications, and an ethical significance that extends even farther.  This 
suggests another role for aesthetics, a critical one:  aesthetics as a tool of social analysis and 
political criticism.  It remains to be seen where it will lead.29, 30                                                                                     
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